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eventually framed a famous hypothesis to explain what they
had observed. Ptolemy in his Almagest put forward the theory
that the earth was fixed, and that all the heavenly bodies
moved round it. This simple hypothesis seemed at first to fit
the facts; but, in order to serve as an explanation for others—
for example, the motion of the planets—it had to be modified
and elaborated in several important respects. It is worth
remembering that the Ptolemaic hypothesis held the field for
fourteen centuries, and that by means of it exact prediction
of astronomical events was possible. But eventually aatrpno-
mers, in their efforts to fit new facts into this theory, had to
elaborate it to the point of unwicldiness. Copernicus then
came forward with an alternative hypothesis —that the sun
and the stars are fixed, that the planets move round the sun,
that the earth spins on its axis, and that the moon moves round
the earth. This revolutionary hypothesis was simpler than its
predecessor; it fitted the facts better, and so the older Ptole-
maic hypothesis was gradually discarded in its favour. New
discoveries fitted into it more easily, and we now believe it to
be true, although it too has been subject to elaboration and
modification.
It is highly necessary to bear these considerations in mind in
the study of psychology, for many of the notions and terms tliat
are used so glibly are merely hypotheses—-provisional theories
—which partially explain the facts of behaviour and give a
more or less coherent account of it. Thus it must not be
imagined that the psychological theory found here or else-
where is given dogmatically as a statement of absolute and
proven fact; as knowledge increases it will bo necessary to
discard some theories and to modify others. McDougall's
warning is salutary in this connexion.
In making and using such hypotheses, it is all-important to be
aware of what we are doing and to be ready to modify or abandon
them at need. If we maintain this attitude, hypotheses arc great
aids to discovery, and, in so far as they are well designed, they
greatly simplify description and facilitate explanation.*
1 An Outline of Psychology, p. n.

